Memory Text: " 'And the King will answer and say to them, "Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me" ' " (Matthew 25:40, NKJV).
In what ways does your church community work as salt and light in your community? How is your community a better place because your church is at work there? On the other hand, if you were to disband, what difference would it make in your community?
____________________________________________________ sunday

August 19
Overcoming Evil With Good
When we consider the teaching of Jesus, it is worthwhile to keep in mind the people He was talking to and the circumstances in which they lived. Jesus had begun to attract large crowds of people from the regions where He had ministered (see Matt. 4:25, 5:1) . Most were common people, living under the imperial rule of the Roman Empire, but some were the Jewish rulers and religious leaders. The existence of the common people was difficult. They had few choices for their own lives, burdened by heavy taxation and weighed down by religious tradition.
In teaching these people, Jesus was obviously concerned with offering them a way to live well, to live with dignity and courage, whatever their circumstances. One example of this is found in Matthew 5:38-48. In the English language, these instructions-"turn the other cheek," "give them the shirt off your back," and "go the extra mile"-are so well known as to be clichés. But this familiarity belies the radical actions and attitudes that Jesus is teaching here.
The scenarios Jesus described were common experiences for many of His listeners. They were often violently assaulted by their "superiors" or masters. They were often indebted and lost their property to the landlords and lenders. They were often pressed into labor by the occupying Roman soldiers. Jesus taught the people to respond with integrity, to treat the oppressors better than they deserved, and, by so doing, to resist the loss of their humanity. While these oppressors tried to exert their power, the people always had the freedom to choose how they would respond, and by resisting nonviolently and responding generously, they exposed the evil of the oppression and injustice that was being done.
Compare Matthew 5:38-48 with Romans 12:20, 21. How are we to live out these radical principles in our lives?
____________________________________________________ ____________________________________________________
Jesus summarized all of "the law and the prophets"-all of the sacred writings we often describe as the Old Testament-in a simple principle that has come to be known as the golden rule: " 'So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you' " (Matt. 7:12, NIV In response to the instruction in Leviticus 19:18 (NIV) to "love your neighbor as yourself," it seems many of the religious people of His day had spent much time and energy debating the extent and limits of this "neighbor" principle.
Jesus had already sought to expand His followers' understanding of this term, urging that not only should they love their neighbors, but they should do good to everyone: " 'But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous' " (Matt. 5:44, 45, NIV) .
But when an expert in religious law sought to test Jesus, he fell back on the much-debated question: "Who is my neighbor?" (Luke 10:29) . In response, Jesus told the story of the good Samaritan, but the ultimate response to the lawyer's question was not to define the "neighbor" terminology. Instead, Jesus said-in effect-"Go and be a neighbor to anyone who needs your help" (see Luke 10:36, 37) .
Read Luke 10:30-37. What is the significance of the contrast Jesus makes between the three characters who see the man on the side of the road needing their help?
____________________________________________________
As was common in Jesus' teaching, His harshest criticism was aimed at those who claimed to be religious but showed little concern for the suffering of others. "In the story of the good Samaritan, Christ illustrates the nature of true religion. He shows that it consists not in systems, creeds, or rites, but in the performance of loving deeds, in bringing the greatest good to others, in genuine goodness."-Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages, p. 497.
In Jesus' teaching, He points to an outsider, someone considered unfaithful to God, to demonstrate what the call of God is to all who claim to be His followers. Like His first hearers, when we come to Jesus asking what we need to do to inherit eternal life, He ultimately instructs us to go and be a neighbor to anyone in need.
August 21
The Rich Man and Lazarus
In the parable of the rich man and Lazarus (see , Jesus contrasts the lives of two men-one rich, one desperately poor. In the absence of social welfare, community hospitals, or soup kitchens, it was a common practice for those in need, disabled, or otherwise disadvantaged, to beg outside the homes of the wealthy. It was expected that the rich would be generous in sharing a little of their wealth to alleviate the suffering. But in this story, the rich man was "selfishly indifferent to the needs of his suffering brother."-Ellen G. White, Christ's Object Lessons, p. 261. In life, their respective circumstances remained unchanged; but in death, as judged by God, their positions were dramatically reversed. 
____________________________________________________ ____________________________________________________
There is no evidence in either of these stories that the men became rich by doing anything wrong. Perhaps they had both worked hard, managed carefully, and been blessed by God. But something seems to have gone wrong in their attitudes toward life, God, money, and others, and this cost them significantly and eternally.
Drawing from popular afterlife imagery of Jesus' day, the story of the rich man and Lazarus teaches that the choices we make in this life matter for the next one. How we respond to those who seek or need our help is one way our choices and priorities are demonstrated. As "Abraham" points out to the suffering rich man, the Bible provides more-than-adequate direction for choosing better: "They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them" (Luke 16:29, NIV) .
Jesus taught that the temptations of wealth-whether having it, keeping it, or seeking it-can draw us away from His kingdom, away from others and toward self-centeredness and self-reliance. Jesus called us to seek His kingdom first and to share the blessings we receive with those around us, particularly those in need. . The conclusion of Jesus' extended answer to this question referred to feeding the hungry, giving a drink to the thirsty, welcoming strangers, clothing the naked, caring for the sick, and visiting those in prison. He assured them, "When you did it to-or refused to help-one of the least of these my brothers and sisters, you were doing it to me!" (see Matt. 25:40, 45) . This is connected with the questions that began this teaching as a picture of the final judgment. Throughout Matthew 24, Jesus presented more direct answers to the disciples' questions, giving signs and warnings about the destruction of Jerusalem and the end of the age; but He emphasized the need to "keep watch" and live well in light of the promise of His second coming. In the first part of Matthew 25, the story of the wise and foolish virgins urged the need for preparation for an unexpected or delayed return; the story of the three servants introduces the need to live well and productively while waiting; then the parable of sheep and goats is much more specific about the tasks God's people should be busy with. "Christ tears away the wall of partition, the self-love, the dividing prejudice of nationality, and teaches a love for all the human family. He lifts men from the narrow circle that their selfishness prescribes; He abolishes all territorial lines and artificial distinctions of society. He makes no difference between neighbors and strangers, friends and enemies. He teaches us to look upon every needy soul as our neighbor and the world as our field."-Ellen G. White, Thoughts From the Mount of Blessing, p. 42.
Read
"The standard of the golden rule is the true standard of Christianity; anything short of it is a deception. A religion that leads men to place a low estimate upon human beings, whom Christ has esteemed of such value as to give Himself for them; a religion that would lead us to be careless of human needs, sufferings, or rights, is a spurious religion. In slighting the claims of the poor, the suffering, and the sinful, we are proving ourselves traitors to Christ. It is because men take upon themselves the name of Christ, while in life they deny His character, that Christianity has so little power in the world."-Pages 136, 137.
Discussion Questions:
 Which is your favorite of the passages studied this week? Why?
 Look at what Ellen G. White wrote about how a faith that "would lead us to be careless of human needs, sufferings, or rights, is a spurious religion." Why must we be careful to avoid the easy trap of thinking that because we have the "truth" (which we do), nothing else matters?
 How do the verses in Thursday's study show us what having the "truth" also entails? Summary: Jesus' teachings set out a different way of living for those who are citizens and agents of the kingdom of God. Building on the foundation of the Old Testament Scriptures, He echoed and broadened the focus on caring for the poor and oppressed, emphasizing that His followers will live as people of compassion and mercy while they wait for His return.
In fact, as we noted in an earlier lesson, the words righteousness and justice are at times used interchangeably in both the Old and New Testaments. Primarily one Hebrew (tsedeq) and Greek (dikaiosune) word is used for both terms. One example of the interchangeability of "justice" and "righteousness" in English is seen in the New Living Translation (NLT): "God blesses those who hunger and thirst for justice, for they will be satisfied" (Matt. 5:6, emphasis supplied). Matthew 5:6 presents a metaphor for moral uprightness. This figure could be an allusion to Psalm 37:12-17, which speaks of a time when the power of the oppressors "shall be broken" (Ps. 37:17) . Ask your class to read and discuss this passage, which expresses a desire for personal righteousness as well as for a whole world that is characterized by God's righteousness (or justice). Also discuss: What other parts of the Beatitudes are related to justice and mercy?
Directly after the Beatitudes, Jesus establishes the identity of Christians: "You are the salt of the earth." "You are the light of the world" (Matt. 5:13, 14, NKJV, emphasis supplied). And we are truly salt and light when we live the principles of the Beatitudes. Someone once said that it is harder to be salt than light. Have the class discuss that statement in the context of engaging and mingling with the community. What important role do both salt and light have in social ministry? (e.g., light generally shines from afar, makes darkness disappear, and helps us find what is lost. Being "salt," however, takes extra commitment because it must mingle with ingredients different from itself in order for its healing properties to have an impact.) Illustration: Years ago, a group of psychologists conducted a study based on the story of the good Samaritan. They met with a group of theology students and asked each of them to prepare a short talk on the theme of the good Samaritan. Then, they were to walk through an alley to a nearby building to present the talk. On the way there, each student encountered an actor, playing the part of a man, sprawled in the alley, groaning and coughing.
Few students stopped to help the man or ask him if he was OK. Some even stepped over the victim to get to their speaking appointment in the next building. The psychologists concluded that compassion and love for humanity all too often works in theory but not in practice.
1 C. S. Lewis is credited with saying: "It is easier to be enthusiastic about Humanity with a capital 'H' than it is to love individual men and women, especially those who are uninteresting, exasperating, depraved, or otherwise unattractive. Loving everybody in general may be an excuse for loving nobody in particular." t e a c h e r s c o m m e n t s Discuss with your class the personal and church implications of the above story and the C. S. Lewis quote. List on a writing board (if available) specific ideas from the group on how to move from theory to serving particular people or groups in their community. 1. Talk about a time when someone in your life came and helped you where you were.
2. Mention a time you came upon someone in need and helped this person.
3. How have I, or our church corporately, looked the other way from the suffering and needs of others?
4. What happens to ourselves, as well as others, when we look the other way?
Summarize the parable of the good Samaritan by contrasting the attitudes of the main characters in the story. Then, ask your students to respond to the following questions as exemplified by the different mind-sets in the story:
The mind-set of the priest Scripture: Read Mark 14:7. Some people use this verse as an excuse to ignore one type of "the least of these"-the poor. They reason: "Because the poor will always be with us, the problem will not go away. Anyway, Jesus Himself said it: ' "For ye have the poor with you always" ' (Mark 14:7) . So why try to solve the problem?" Please note: Jesus was quoting Deuteronomy 15 in Mark 14:7. Looking to Deuteronomy, we can better understand the context of His comment in Mark 14:7. There are two important references to the poor in t e a c h e r s c o m m e n t s Deuteronomy 15. One is in verse 11: "For the poor shall never cease out of the land: therefore I command thee, saying, Thou shalt open thine hand wide unto thy brother, to thy poor, and to thy needy, in thy land." Seven verses earlier, in verse 4 (RSV), however, we read: "But there will be no poor among you." So, how do we reconcile verses 4 and 11, as in, "There should be no poor," with "the poor shall never cease out of the land"?
There will continue to be poor people because of the injustice of other people. But God's will is that there be no poor (Deut. 15:4) , because God has provided resources to take care of the hungry and the poor. Unfortunately, the injustice of human beings ensures there always will be the poor (Deut. 15:11) . The continuation of poverty in the world is not an excuse for inaction, however, but a mandate for generosity.
Discuss This Quote:
"Christ has said that we shall have the poor always with us, and He unites His interests with that of His suffering people. The heart of our Redeemer sympathizes with the poorest and lowliest of His earthly children. He tells us that they are His representatives on earth. He has placed them among us to awaken in our hearts the love that He feels toward the suffering and oppressed."-Ellen G. White, Patriarchs and Prophets, p. 535 (emphasis supplied). supplied). This statement could implicate church members in good standing. It is about what the "rich man" didn't do. What can your church do for the "Lazaruses" in your community? How can you overcome indifference?
4. List on a board, if available, some of the pressing "least of these" issues today in your community: for example, people with special needs and human trafficking (an extremely serious and prevalent issue). Even though it may be virtually impossible for your church to intervene in every issue, chose an issue to start with and plan a first step.
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